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Towards commoning institutions in, against and beyond the ‘Greek crisis’ 
Lazaros Karaliotas 
 
Since the outbreak of the so-called ‘Greek Crisis’, Greece has frequently attracted 
headlines in the mainstream media, as well as much political interest and academic 
analysis. The details of successive ‘bailout agreements’, the devastating implications 
of severe austerity measures, the rise of the Neo-Nazi Golden Dawn, the squares 
movement, the successive electoral wins of Syriza in 2015, the ‘No’ vote in the July 
2015 referendum on the loan agreement proposed by the country’s creditors, have 
captured the public gaze and generated major debates. But less attention has been paid 
to the everyday urban politics that are unfolding in the midst of the crisis.  
 
Since the emergence of the squares movement during the summer of 2011, the urban 
fabric of Greece has been the crucible of a profusion of emancipatory political 
experiments revolving around alternative ways of collectively self-organising urban 
everyday life. I want to focus here on the possibilities that such experiments open up, 
as well as the challenges and limitations they face in ‘articulating alternative publics’ 
- to put it in the terms of the brief for this discussion. 
 
Living the ‘Greek crisis’ 
Six years of dogmatic neoliberal austerity measures, imposed by successive 
governments and by the European politico-economic elites, have left their mark on 
the Greek urban landscape. Statistical indicators are unable to convey the magnitude 
of the socio-economic collapse that has been experienced, or the embodied 
experiences of loss and trauma that have been visited upon Greeks - and even more so 
on the immigrants living in the country. Between 2009 and 2014 real GDP shrank by 
25.5 per cent, while 4 out of 10 citizens currently survive below the 2009 poverty-
line.1 Unemployment skyrocketed from 9.6 per cent in 2009 to 26.5 per cent in 2014, 
reaching the level of 1.3 million unemployed. Unsurprisingly, young people and 
women are worst hit, with rates climbing to 52.4 per cent and 30.2 per cent 
respectively.2 And there has also been a series of privatisations, and the retraction of 
social and labour rights, which has led to worsening levels of precarity, particularly 
for immigrants, women and young people. Furthermore, recurring cuts in wages and 
pensions (at rates of between 35 per cent and 50 per cent), the axing of welfare 
spending in areas like education and health, and the introduction of numerous 
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emergency taxes has led to a sharp increase in the relative cost of urban life, and to 
widespread experiences of vulnerability and precarity. 
 
At the same time, an authoritarian turn has marked the country’s political life after 
2010. Formal democratic procedures had been repeatedly bypassed in the name of 
emergency and economic necessity, and many political mobilisations, including the 
squares movement, were met with police brutality. And this turn at the institutional 
level was accompanied by the resurgence, and sometimes temporary hegemony, of 
racist and exclusionary discourses in the public sphere.3 Such discourses were many 
times translated into violent attacks against immigrants, both by the Neo-Nazis of 
Golden Dawn and the police.  
 
The thousands of homeless people struggling for survival in the streets of Athens and 
Thessaloniki and the violent attacks against immigrants are the two most visible 
symptoms of a bio-political regime that has inflicted multiple vulnerabilities and 
striven to foreclose the spaces for democratic disagreement and creativity. 
 
From the squares to the urban fabric 
At the same time this regime has again and again been confronted by emancipatory 
political events and experiments. The squares movement is the most well-known of 
these. Indeed, the squares movement was unprecedented in the country’s political 
history since 1974 and the downfall of the military Junta. Between May and July 
2011, a multitude of protesters from widely varying socio-economic backgrounds and 
politico-ideological outlooks - often even conflicting - occupied Syntagma square in 
Athens and many other squares across the country, to express their disagreement with 
the state of the situation. The movement represented a peak in the struggle against 
austerity, and undeniably contributed to the thorough de-legitimisation of the up-to-
then ruling parties of social-democratic PASOK (Panhellenic Socialist Movement) 
and conservative ND (New Democracy). As Marina Prentoulis recently argued in the 
pages of Soundings, it also played a key role in the sharp increase in Syriza’s electoral 
influence leading to its twin electoral wins in 2015.4 
 
More importantly, the squares movement was also, despite internal splits and 
tensions, a performative critique of existing liberal-democratic institutions, and was 
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articulated around new modes of saying, being and doing in-common. Protesters in 
the squares reclaimed urban public spaces from their allotted role in the neoliberal and 
post-democratic order to open up new political spaces and co-produce spaces in-
common. In Syntagma, a whole other scene of collective self-organisation was 
assembled to maintain and support the movement: a Popular Assembly as a direct 
democratic space for discussions and decision-making; a media centre and a radio 
station; a neighbourhood organisation centre that co-ordinated similar activities in 
various parts of the city; a makeshift camp for the protesters sleeping in the square; 
stations covering the protesters’ daily needs and extending their solidarity to 
vulnerable urban dwellers by offering food and clothing; a first-aid station; a 
performing arts centre; and a number of thematic groups. And it is in these very 
spaces that protesters also started to explore ways to spread the movement into 
popular urban neighbourhoods, workplaces and other key sites of the city. The aim 
was nothing less than to put in place an alternative network of organising urban 
everyday life. As a result, when the mobilisation gradually petered out, in the face of 
repeated brutal attacks by the police, the movement did not dissolve but was instead 
transformed into a series of experiments throughout the urban fabric. 
 
The squares movement inspired and fuelled the ongoing efforts to create new forms of 
self-organisation and self-management of urban life. A wide range of experiments of 
this kind are proliferating in its aftermath: social solidarity health clinics and 
pharmacies as well as solidarity support networks for the homeless, immigrants and 
refugees; workplace occupations, work collectives and self-management efforts by 
workers; social groceries, social currencies, time-sharing banks and cooperative 
networks that bypass ‘middlemen’ in the distribution of products; as well as social 
centres and housing squats. This incipient network of emancipatory socio-spatial 
experiments draws its inspiration from the practices explored in the squares and 
aspires to a new mode of urban life articulated around equality and collective self-
governance. What is more, these initiatives are also filling their ranks with a new 
generation of activists who were brought together through the politicised solidarity 
that was forged in and through the squares. Interestingly enough, similar (albeit 
historically and geographically differentiated) experiments are proliferating in the 
aftermath of the outbreak of the 2008 crisis and the concomitant eruption of urban 
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uprisings across the globe. What, then, are the political potentialities that such 
experiments open up, and what challenges and limitations do they face? 
 
Towards commoning institutions? 
As a starting point for exploring this question it is important to stress that these 
experiments are doing more than weaving a safety-net against the implications of 
austerity: they represent an embodied and ongoing exploration of alternative ways of 
organising urban life. They reflect the desire to create something durable, something 
that could move beyond spectacular (urban) uprisings and single-issue-based 
struggles. They effectively ask, in Massimo de Angelis’ phrase: ‘how do we move 
from movement to society?’5 In their effort to spread out to the urban fabric such 
experiments put forward an alternative political imaginary around institution-building; 
around what the (urban) public might be and how to (self-)organise it. 
 
This imaginary foregrounds practices of commoning in the face of the withdrawal of 
public resources and increasing vulnerabilities. And here the common and 
commoning have a twofold meaning: on the one hand, commoning practices affirm 
people’s right to use the commons as resources to fulfil their basic needs and live their 
everyday lives; on the other, precisely through these practices, the common also 
becomes a field wherein new forms of (urban) life are generated through multiplicity 
and difference.6 The incipient commoning institutions that are emerging throughout 
the Greek urban landscape are re-imagining the urban as a common field. They 
struggle to protect the commons of urban space, culture, information, education and 
health care provision from privatisation and enclosure. More importantly, their 
everyday practices collectively produce alternative urban publics against and beyond 
the logics of the market and the state. In this sense, they can also be perceived of as 
‘institutions of commoning’.7 
 
However I do not want to romanticise these experiments, or urban commoning as a 
political strategy. Building, sustaining and expanding commoning institutions are not 
without their challenges and limitations. I want to briefly touch upon three interrelated 
challenges in relation to the  articulation of alternative publics.  
 
5 
 
Firstly, a key question is that of the way in which the community of commoning (or 
the public) is construed. Reclaiming the commons from their allocation in the 
neoliberal and post-democratic order does not necessarily lead to emancipatory 
politics. New forms of enclosure and different exclusionary lines might be (re-
)produced if the common is identified with any particular and closed community. In 
order to fuel emancipatory politics through sharing and encounters, emerging 
commoning institutions need to make every effort to be open to ‘newcomers’: to 
allow new subjects, voices, concerns and ideas to surface.8 In practice, of course, 
ideological rigidities and spatial, temporal and financial constraints always place 
limits on who can participate in commoning practices, and this has an impact on their 
openness.  
 
Secondly - and this too is related to the issue of openness - there is a further challenge 
in moving beyond the confines of self-enclosed experiments. Whilst the formulation 
of a network of solidarity initiatives across Greece has been one of the most 
promising developments over the past five years, these links are still fragmented and 
fragile, as the majority of commoning experiments remain largely confined within 
their particular agendas, practices and understandings. Such links are even more 
fragile, although certainly present, when it comes to the relations between Greek 
experiments and similar practices outside Greece in Europe and beyond. 
 
Finally, perhaps the most important challenge for commoning institutions, as it has 
emerged from the Greek experience, is that of the power relations within which they 
are embedded. From the squares movement onwards, a number of commoning 
experiments - including the occupation and self-management of the country’s Public 
Broadcasting Service (ERT) in Athens, social centres, anarchist squats and more 
recently refugee housing squats - have been evicted by the police from their operating 
spaces. Participants have resisted these evictions, but they were not unexpected, and 
were seen as inevitable problem. Syriza’s electoral victories subsequently introduced 
an interesting twist to the question of relations between commoning experiments and 
the state. ERT, for example - which operated as a self-managed TV and radio station 
after 2013, when the New Democracy government shut down the service and fired all 
of its 2700 workers - re-opened as a public institution after Syriza’s electoral victory. 
And a number of co-operatives and solidarity initiatives that were already set up are 
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now becoming part of the state’s strategy for ameliorating the consequences of the 
crisis. While not a problem in itself, this risks reducing solidarity initiatives to 
instances in the micro-management of social problems and fragmented communities. 
 
These challenges and limitations should not, however, be read as reasons to dismiss 
the emancipatory potential of commoning institutions. Although always faced with 
tensions and challenges, commoning institutions are imperfect but nevertheless 
important experiments in moving beyond simple resistance to increasing exploitation 
and vulnerability whilst articulating alternative political imaginaries and forms of 
organisation. The network of grassroots solidarity with refugees and migrants 
unfolding from the Greek islands through urban centres to the borders and throughout 
Europe is a case in point. Its role in supporting migrants and refugees, its multi-
faceted entanglements and tensions with the state at various scales, as well as its 
internal limitations and contradictions, attest to the importance of such practices; 
encapsulate many of the questions that I have raised above, and also pose important 
new ones. How to better respond from an emancipatory perspective, of course, 
remains an open question. But it would definitely require: daring imagination, 
rigorous organisational innovation and a commitment to the inherently open logic of 
equality. 
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